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Venezuela's President Hugo Chavez has asked the Asamblea Nacional (AN) for sweeping special
powers to reactivate the economy, fight unemployment, and implement social programs. The
Cabinet approved the package Sept. 25 and sent it to the AN, where it is expected to win approval.
Chavez said during a news conference in mid-August that he might need special fast-track powers
to deal with soaring unemployment, land reform, and the tax system by decree. He said the AN
could not deal quickly enough with these issues on its own. "That's why the law exists to respond to
situations like this," the president said.
Opponents of the president cited this possibility as another indication of Chavez's "undemocratic"
tendencies. In a speech to the nation Sept. 21, Chavez said he would seek the special authority to
decree laws without parliamentary debate involving land, the economy, fishing, small and medium
industry, cooperatives, railways, financing for farmers, banks, insurance, customs, and taxes.
Chavez said that he hoped to issue 23 laws by decree and that the special powers would last "one
year, because it is a quite large, complex, and urgent group of laws, which are essential to faithfully
fulfill" the Constitution that went into effect Dec. 30, 1999 (see NotiSur, 1999-12-24).
AN leadership indicates support for powers
AN vice president Leopoldo Puchi, who served on Chavez's Cabinet in 1999, said the president's
request was "reasonable to shore up the government's economic plan." The president will enact
"a series of very specific economic and social laws," said Puchi, who pointed out that the AN must
debate 60 other proposals during the next few months. The Enabling Law (Ley Habilitante) is
expected to receive the necessary support in the AN, where pro-government legislators hold a clear
majority.
In the 165-seat legislature, Chavez's Movimiento V Republica has 91 seats, while the largest
opposition party, Accion Democratica (AD) has 33 (see NotiSur, 2000-08-18). On Sept. 22, AN
president William Lara said the AN would likely give Chavez the special powers he asked for,
despite a challenge by the opposition to the constitutionality of the measure.
Lara said the majority of legislators understood the urgent need to approve the measures. "We
firmly support enabling the executive with this legislation because it meets the country's need to
respond to the urgent economic problems," said Lara.
AD Deputy Henry Ramos said if the AN approves the Ley Habilitante, it would be cutting its own
throat. He said it would be left to merely consider minor legislation. Deputy Juan Jose Caldera of
the Movimiento Convergencia added that such a law should only be passed if the parliament has
demonstrated an inability to legislate, but "the president has not even introduced one bill in the
Asamblea."
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But political analyst and former planning minister Teodoro Petkoff said it was "better" to
give Chavez the special powers, since the pro-Chavez AN "has proved to be very slow in its
deliberations."
Other measures would alleviate poverty
On Sept. 7, Vice President Isaias Rodriguez announced that within the next six months the
government would open 2,000 community soup kitchens in the 33 municipalities with the highest
incidence of malnutrition. Rodriguez said the Plan de Comedores Comunitarias will benefit 2
million people, among them 280,000 pregnant or nursing women who will receive special attention.
Malnutrition affects 25% of Venezuelan children between two and 14 years of age, according to
a 1999 official study. The problem has become worse in recent years because of the economic
recession.
On Sept. 16, Chavez announced a US$2.5 billion investment plan to confront the economic crisis.
The plan will include US$782 million for social programs, US$840 million for housing construction
and school repair, and US$260 million for industrial, agricultural, and tourism projects. Chavez said
these programs will be developed between now and Dec. 24 as part of the larger plan to "accelerate"
the economic recovery. He also said that in October he will initiate a massive employment plan to
generate 100,000 jobs between now and the end of 2001.
Among the social goals cited by the president as priorities for his administration were increasing
school attendance, reducing infant mortality and malnutrition, and expanding preventative health
programs. As he moves beyond the focus on elections to begin to deal with social and economic
problems,
Chavez maintains his high popular support. In a poll by the private firm Estudios y Organizacion
Eugenio Escuela (EOEE) taken between Sept. 13 and Sept. 18, 81% of respondents said they trusted
the president to solve "some" of the major economic problems of the country. Asked about the
problems, 49% said unemployment was one of the most important and one that the government
must deal with quickly, while 40% mentioned personal insecurity.
Consistent with polls since Chavez came on the political scene, his support is strongest among the
economically disadvantaged, where his approval rating is between 70% and 76%. Among the higher
socioeconomic groups, as many as 92% say they do not support the government. [Sources: Reuters,
08/17/00, 08/25/00; CNN, 09/16/00, 09/21/00; Inter Press Service, 09/21/00; Spanish news service
EFE, 08/22/00, 09/07/00, 09/08/00, 09/21/00, 09/22/00, 09/25/00; Venezuela Online News (Venezuela),
09/25/00]
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